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Abstract of thesis entitled 
“Effect of Applicant Overqualification on Employment Selection Decision" 
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L A M Yuen Yan Sharon 
for the degree of Master of Philosophy in Industrial-Organizational Psychology 
at The Chinese University of Hong Kong 
in June 2005 
In personnel selection, employers are concerned with placing the right individuals into 
the most suitable positions in their organization. Yet, the phenomenon of 
overqualification, which could be seen as a form of person-job misfit, has received 
little attention in selection research. In view of the paucity of research devoted in 
examining this situation, the present study attempted to explore the existence of 
overqualification and its impact on employers' hiring preference. Specifically, several 
research questions were addressed: (1) do recruiters perceive overqualified individuals 
differently from other non-overqualified employees? (2) wil l these perceptions 
influence recruiters' willingness to hire overqualified candidates? (3) wil l the extent of 
overqualification affect recruiters' willingness to hire these candidates? (4) wil l 
recruiters' demographics characteristics moderate hiring intention toward candidates 
with different degree of overqualification? Results revealed that recruiters did 
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perceive overqualified applicants as exhibiting attributes different from those of 
non-overqualified candidates. Their willingness to hire this group of overqualified 
individuals was influenced by their perceptions of attributes toward them, and the 
degree of overqualification as well as recruiters' demographics characteristics also 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Overview of Overqualification 
Overqualification generally refers to the situation that the levels of education, 
experience, and skills possessed by the employees exceed what are required on the job. 
The phenomenon of overqualification has become a more pronounced problem in 
contemporary societies. For instance in the U.S., Sargent (1984) found that more than 
4 million U.S. college graduates in 1982 were employed in jobs that did not require a 
college degree, and among the 2 million college graduates expected to join the labor 
force from 1982 to 1995, 20% would have to accept jobs that did not require a college 
degree. Burris (1983) also reported that 38% of employees who had 13-15 years of 
education and 31% of employees who had 16 years of education worked in jobs that 
required no more than a high school education. 
In fact, overqualification has also become a genuine problem in the Hong Kong 
labor market. Since the 1980s, the economy has shifted from manufacturing to 
service-oriented industries. The supply of decent and well-paid jobs in the retail trade 
and service industries is not sufficient to meet the demands of those who are qualified 
for them. This competition for employment is driving up the qualification that 
successful applicants must possess. One of the common explanations for the rise in 
overqualification is that the education levels in the population have increased in a 
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more rapid rate than the demand for an educated workforce (Mottaz, 1984, 1986). 
According to the figures from the HKSAR Census and Statistics Department, the 
percentage of population aged 15 or above who have attained tertiary (degree course) 
education has increased from 10.4% in 1998 to 13.4% in 2003. It is possible that the 
rising proportion of population with higher education would set the stage for 
overqualification. 
In fact, this phenomenon is already evidenced in the recruitment of some 
government positions. For instance, in the recent ICAC recruitment exercise for the 
position of Assistant Investigator, over 85% of the applicants had a university degree, 
and around 30% had a master degree or above (Hong Kong Economic Times, 2003, 
December 29). Yet the position only required a high school education. Nevertheless, 
overqualification should not be limited to those college graduates who accept jobs that 
do not require the education levels, skills and knowledge they have obtained, it is 
expected that the phenomenon should also be observed among laid-off workers 
re-employed in new jobs (Buss & Redbum, 1983; Gordus, Jarley, & Ferman, 1981). 
Then, another explanation for the rise in overqualification is concerned with the 
extensive corporate downsizing, restructuring, and so forth associated with an 
economic downturn. Those retrenched workers, though are equipped with a wealth of 
experience and skills, have to accept less than optimal employment and end up 
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working in entry-level jobs which require less education and experience than they 
possess (Feldman, 1996). As such, overqualification is believed to be a genuine 
problem among the workforce, which is particularly highlighted in the groups of 
recent college graduates and laid-off workers. 
In general, the situation that an employee who possesses surplus education, 
experience, or skills relative to what a job requires has been referred to as skill 
undemtilization (Arnold, 1994), underemployment (Feldman & Tumley, 1995; Khan 
& Morrow, 1991), lack of opportunity for growth and change (Warr, 1987), or 
overqualification (Johnson, Morrow, & Johnson, 2002; Smith, 1986). These concepts 
have been defined as both objective conditions of the job environment and the more 
subjective workers' perceptions. Among these four labels, underemployment is the 
most common term used to describe the phenomenon. Underemployment is said to 
exist when employees possess education, experience, or skills that exceed normal job 
requirements or feel that their abilities are not fully utilized (Khan & Morrow, 1991). 
It is defined somehow as an inferior, lesser, or lower quality type of employment 
(Feldman, 1996). According to Feldman (1996), underemployment is often defined 
relative to some standard. In some cases, it is defined relative to the employment 
conditions of others with same or similar education or work history. In other cases, it 
is defined relative to the person's own past education or work history. In addition, 
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Feldman (1996) proposed a multidimensional conceptualization of underemployment 
in terms of education (i.e., an individual possesses more formal education than the job 
requires), field of employment (i.e., an individual involuntarily employed in a field 
outside his or her area of formal education), work duties (i.e., individual possesses 
higher-level work skills and more extensive work experience than the job requires), 
permanence of job (i.e., an individual involuntarily engages in part-time, temporary, 
or intermittent employment), and wages (i.e., an individual earning wages 20% or less 
than in the previous job). It is suggested that underemployment is determined both by 
the objective characteristics of the employment situation and the subjective 
interpretations of those situations. 
Thus, following Feldman's (1996) line of discussion on underemployment, 
overqualification can be seen as one of the manifestations of this broader and more 
complex phenomenon. Indeed, overqualification may also be determined by both the 
objective characteristics and the subjective interpretations of the work environment. 
However, perceived overqualification should be distinct from actual overqualification, 
while the latter can be objectively measured on the basis of job-analysis data or other 
archival data. Measures of perceived overqualification are more likely to be subject to 
measurement errors. Nevertheless, employees' perceptions of their jobs can provide 
meaningful information on their interpretations of the work environment. 
Overqualification 5 
The condition of perceived overqualification is present when individuals believe 
they possess education, experience, or skills that are more than what the jobs require. 
As such, overqualification can be viewed as an individual attribute in relation to the 
job, or as a characteristic of the demands or limitations of the job. The concept tends 
to stem from both individual attributes and a perceived lack of growth or promotional 
opportunities associated with the job (Johnson & Johnson, 1996). Johnson et al. (2002) 
investigated scales of perceived overqualification across three different samples. They 
found two conceptually and empirically distinct component constructs -
overqualification of education and experience, and limited opportunities for job 
growth. Further research, though, is needed to examine whether the two component 
constructs both constitute overqualification. 
Consequences of Overqualification/Underemployment 
Most research on overqualification has focused on consequences of 
overqualification or underemployment. In general, overqualified employees were 
found to have lower job satisfaction, lower organizational commitment, and higher 
intention to quit. It is also suggested that overqualified employees wil l have lower 
performance. Summaries of these findings are presented in Appendix A. 
Overqualification and Person-Job (P-J) Fit 
In organizational selection practices, two forms of fit were commonly identified 
as important in making hiring decisions. They are person-job (P-J) fit and 
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person-organization (P-0) fit (Judge & Ferris, 1992; Rynes & Gerhart, 1990). P-J fit 
is typically defined as the match between the knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) 
of a person and the demands of a job (e.g., Caldwell & 0’Reilly, 1990; O'Reilly, 
Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991). In contrast, P-0 fit refers to the individual-
organizational value congruence (Adkins, Russel, & Werbel, 1994; Cable & Judge, 
1997; Kristof Brown, 1996). In a comprehensive review of the P-J fit literature, 
Edwards (1991) defined P-J fit as existing when a person has the skills and abilities to 
meet the demands of a job (demand-abilities fit), or when the job fulfills the needs of 
the person (needs-supplies fit). While job applicants are mostly concerned with 
finding a job that meets their needs, recruiters are more concerned with hiring 
employees who have the required KSAs. Thus, P-J fit can be conceptualized as 
meeting the needs and requirements on both sides of the employer and the applicant. 
Previous research has found that employees' perceptions of P-J fit and actual fit 
are related to a range of job attitudes and behaviors (Kristof Brown, 1996). For 
instance, fit has been found to be positively related to job satisfaction, organizational 
commitment, intentions to remain in the job or organization, and job involvement, and 
negatively related to stress and turnover (Bretz & Judge, 1994; Cable & Judge, 1996; 
Chatman, 1991; Edwards & Cooper, 1990; O'Reilly et al , 1991; Ostroff, 1993). From 
the employers' perspective, it is shown that recruiters' perception of applicant P-J fit is 
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found to be strongly related to hiring recommendations (Bretz, Rynes, & Gerhart, 
1993; Kristof Brown, 2000; Rynes & Gerhart, 1990), suggesting that recruiters are 
inclined to select job applicants that they perceive as exhibiting a high degree of P-J 
fit, particularly during the early stages of the hiring process. 
Though a lack of P-J fit, from the employers' point of view, is usually defined as 
the applicants not having the required KSAs and thus failing to meet the requirements 
of the job, it could also be interpreted the other way round. Indeed, the situation in 
which applicants possess a level of education, experience, or skills that are more than 
what the jobs require could also be a form of person-job misfit, and overqualification 
would be an example of this condition. I f recruiters' hiring decisions are strongly 
influenced by their perception of P-J fit of applicants, it is expected that they might 
also refrain from selecting overqualified individuals with credentials above the job 
requirement. However, this speculation has yet to be tested through further empirical 
research. 
Educational Credentials and Hiring Decisions 
Although overqualification signifies a less than perfect P-J fit of applicants, it is 
uncertain that i f recruiters would show different hiring preferences for applicants with 
different degrees of overqualification, that is, would recruiters be more likely to 
accept people who are less overqualified in education or experience than those who 
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are not? Up t i l l now not much research has been done to examine the relation between 
recruiters' perceptions of applicant overqualification and their hiring decisions. Bill's 
(1992) research which has addressed this issue was identified as most relevant to the 
present study. It is reviewed in detail in the paragraphs that follow. 
In his work, Bills (1992) conducted extensive interviews with recruiters from six 
organizations to examine how they actually evaluated educational credentials that 
were higher than those typically associated with a given job. There were two primary 
sources of data for analysis. First, interviews were conducted with the hiring 
managers who were responsible for making the decisions to hire each individual into a 
particular position. For each job match, the appointing manager was asked how the 
particular appointment came about. This included questions on why this person was 
selected for this job, what particular qualifications set him or her apart from other 
candidates, the candidate's job history, and the possibilities for advancement. Data 
were collected on 12 job matches within each of six organizations. In addition to 
gathering data from hiring managers, interviews were conducted with personnel 
managers in each organization as well. 
Personnel managers were first asked a series of questions concerning their 
evaluation of educational credentials for hypothetical hiring decisions. For each of the 
12 occupational categories, they were asked (a) how much education they required of 
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successful candidates for that position, (b) how much, given a choice, they preferred, 
and (c) how much they would be willing to accept. Results showed that about two 
third of the time (66.7%) employer preferences and requirements for educational 
credentials were perfectly matched, and they never diverged by more than one 
educational level. However, many personnel managers pointed out that both the 
requirements and preferences were often quite flexible. 
In answering the question regarding the highest educational level that personnel 
managers might accept for a position in each occupational category, almost half of the 
responses (46.5%) indicated personnel managers' willingness to accept a level of 
schooling that was one level above that required for the position, and about 28% 
would accept two levels above requirements. Only 9% indicated that the highest 
education level accepted would overlap exactly with the requirements, suggesting that 
these personnel managers would not accept applicants with a more-than-required 
education level. 
Apart from the information obtained from personnel managers, data were also 
drawn from interviews with hiring managers who had recently recruited employee for 
a specific position. They were asked i f they would still have made the same hiring 
decisions i f the successful candidates had either more or less education than they 
actually had. About one fourth (27.5%) of the applicants would have been disqualified 
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by lower levels of education, while the other three quarters of hiring managers 
indicated that less schooling would not have disqualified the successful candidate. For 
the opposite situation asking hiring managers i f they would still consider the 
candidate who possessed more schooling than they actually had, only about 10% 
stated that they would have refused to hire the same applicant that they did i f his or 
her education had been higher, whereas some 69% responded that they would be 
willing to accept the overeducated applicants. Further, about two-fifth of the hiring 
managers indicated positive responses to both situations, suggesting that they would 
have been willing to be flexible both upward and downward regarding the educational 
levels of candidates. 
Further, hiring managers who responded “yes” to either of these two situations 
were asked “How little/much education would you be willing to accept?" Their 
responses were consistent with those of personnel managers, suggesting that both 
groups of managers were generally willing to go up or down one educational level 
from the candidate's actual schooling. 
Taken together, the findings of this study indicate that employers do concern 
about overeducation when selecting new members. Personnel managers and hiring 
managers tend to have established some implicit educational ceilings in personnel 
selection. However, employers are flexible about educational requirements and in 
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some cases, are even eager to hire overeducated candidates. For both personnel 
managers and line managers, the “zone of acceptance" seems to be about one 
educational level above and below the successful candidate's actual schooling, though 
there is more flexibility upward than downward. It nonetheless suggests that 
employers do concern about overeducation but not to a great extent. 
The Present Study 
Although the literature on overeducation and underemployment has grown 
considerably over the past decades in the U.S., it is apparent that the phenomenon has 
not been systematically studied within the local labor force in Hong Kong. Thus, the 
first purpose of this study is to identify whether the phenomenon of overqualification 
truly exists. Further, in view of the lack of research and the inconsistent findings 
concerning the effects of overqualification on personnel selection, the present study 
aims to explore the issue from different perspectives. First, it has been shown that 
employers are diverse in their preference for overqualified applicants. Some hold 
quite positive attitudes, believing that overqualified employees can contribute more on 
their job, are more ambitious, and are more “promotable”. Others seem to be quite 
conservative about these overqualified employees, arguing that they are less stable 
and are more difficult to get motivated to work (Bills, 1992). In light of these 
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conflicting points of view, the present study aims to investigate thoroughly what 
concerns or worries employers have in recruiting overqualified applicants. 
Different dimensions of overqualification may invoke different kinds of fears in 
employers. For instance, overeducated employees may find the job boring and less 
challenging, and thus are less motivated to work. Those who possess excessive 
experience may be more likely to challenge the decisions of the supervisor. They may 
find it difficult to cooperate with other coworkers and experience a hard time 
integrating into the culture of the organization. So employers may focus on different 
aspects of overqualification when deciding whether to hire the overqualified 
applicants or not. The present study wil l also look into the impact of different 
overqualification dimensions, namely education and experience, and explore any 
differences in effects between them. 
Moreover, it is common for employers to set some ceilings for applicants' 
qualifications, in addition to the minimum requirements. These ceilings may vary 
across employers and also within organization. As reviewed previously, Bills (1992) 
found that employers tended to accept those applicants who were about one 
educational level above that required in the job. However, the ceiling for work 
experience was not examined in his study. Then, another purpose of the current study 
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is to investigate recruiters' willingness to hire overqualified applicants at each level of 
education and years of experience over and above those required by the job. 
Findings of Preliminary Focus Group Study 
Recruiters' willingness to hire overqualified individuals may be affected by the 
perception that they have toward these individuals. In understanding how recruiters 
interpret and define overqualification, I conducted a series of focus group sessions 
with human resources practitioners and supervisors who have direct subordinates. The 
purpose was to get a preliminary picture on how recruiters and supervisors, based on 
their actual past experience, perceive this group of overqualified job seekers. 
Specifically, it aimed to explore their experiences in encountering or recruiting 
overqualified applicants and their justifications for hiring or not hiring them. 
A total of six focus group sessions were carried out and each lasted for about 1.5 
hours. Five to seven participants were invited in each session. Participants typically 
defined overqualification in terms of educational level and work experience. Excess 
skills was not mentioned as an aspect of overqualification. With respect to the major 
concerns in selecting overqualified applicants, a few key aspects were raised by the 
participants. They expressed that the high turnover rate and the costs associated with 
it was the most important consideration in hiring overqualified candidates. Most of 
them were concerned that they would be unable to retain overqualified employees 
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long enough in their current positions. Lack of challenges and personal development 
from the job was another issue mentioned. Recruiters tended to believe that 
overqualified people would feel bored with their job easily and perceive little growth 
opportunities from the job, and thus be less satisfied and motivated. Our participants 
also cast doubt on whether the attitudes, mindset, and other attributes of overqualified 
employees would affect other members in the workgroup, and wondered i f they could 
relate well with their superiors and coworkers. Despite these concerns, our 
participants tended to perceive that overqualified applicants might show higher job 
performance due to their greater experience, knowledge, and skills. 
Recruiters，Perceptions on Attributes of Overqualified Candidates 
Apart from the above attributes raised in the focus groups, other possible 
characteristics of overqualified candidates that may be related to employers' 
willingness in selecting them were explored by means of conducting a thorough 
literature review. As high turnover intention is seen as one of the most critical 
considerations among recruiters, it would be meaningful to examine specifically what 
antecedents of employee turnover are perceived to be present in overqualified 
applicants. A meta-analysis by Griffeth, Horn, and Gaertner (2000) has identified a 
number of antecedents in predicting employee turnover. In the present research, some 
of these variables were selected to be studied, and they include cognitive ability, 
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relationships with coworkers/ supervisors, lack of participation, and job performance. 
Organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) was also included in the study for 
exploring any possible effects on recruiters' willingness to hire overqualified 
applicants. 
Hypotheses 
Taken together from the preliminary focus group findings and the literature 
reviewed, three sets of hypotheses are proposed. The first set of hypotheses focused 
on recruiters' perception of overqualified applicants. It was hypothesized that 
recruiters would perceive overqualified people as exhibiting (a) higher turnover 
intention, (b) greater lack of growth and participation in the job, (c) poorer 
relationships with coworkers or supervisors and (d) performing less organizational 
citizenship behaviors, yet showing (e) stronger performance and (f) higher cognitive 
ability. 
The second set of hypotheses concerned the effects of recruiters' perceptions on 
hiring these overqualified candidates. It was also hypothesized that recruiters' 
perceived (a) higher turnover intention, (b) lack of growth and participation, (c) lower 
quality relationships with colleagues or supervisors, and (d) fewer organizational 
citizenship behaviors of overqualified people would decrease their willingness to hire 
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them, whereas their perceived (e) better job performance and (f) higher cognitive 
ability would have a positive impact on their willingness to hire. 
The third set of hypotheses suggested that as the level of education and years of 
experience above that required by the job increase, recruiters' willingness to hire 
overqualified applicants would decrease. 
Finally, as an exploratory study, it was speculated that demographic 
characteristics of recruiters would interact with their acceptance of overqualification 
in education and experience at different levels. Recruiters' demographics were chosen 
as moderators because they were relevant variables with practical significance in 
affecting employers' attitudes towards hiring overqualified applicants. Given the 
scope of the present study, other potential factors such as applicants' characteristics 
would not be examined. Specifically, it was hypothesized that (a) age, (b) education 
level, (c) hiring experience, as well as (d) whether hiring for own department or not 
would interact with the willingness to hire applicants at different levels of 
overqualification. 
In summary, the present examined two aspects of overqualification: education 
level and experience. The first set of hypotheses stipulated that recruiters perceived 
overqualified candidates differently relative to other candidates. The second set of 
hypotheses proposed that these biased perceptions would affect willingness to hire 
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overqualified candidates. The third set of hypotheses stated that the extent of 
overqualification influenced recruiters' willingness to hire these candidates. And lastly, 
the fourth set of (exploratory) hypotheses suggested that hiring intention towards 
candidates with different degree of overqualification would be moderated by 
recruiters' demographics characteristics. 
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Chapter 2: Method 
Predictor Variables 
Three broad classes of variables and their effects on recruiters' willingness for 
hiring overqualified individuals were examined. They include recruiters' perceptions 
on attributes of overqualified applicants, demographic characteristics of recruiters, as 
well as the levels of education and job-related experience above requirement. 
A) Measures of Recruiters' Perceptions on Attributes of Overqualified Applicants 
Initially, 52 self-constructed items were adopted for tapping the above mentioned 
perceptions toward overqualified people. Exploratory factor analyses were used to 
eliminate items with double-loadings and small loadings. A total of 25 items were 
retained for the final data analysis. 
Turnover intention. A four-item measure was used to measure turnover intention. 
Items included "Have higher intention to quit", “Have higher job search intention", 
"Engage in more job search behaviors", and “Perceive more alternative job 
opportunities in the market". This scale showed a satisfactory internal reliability 
(Cronbach's alpha = .84). 
Lack of growth. A three-item scale was developed to assess this work 
characteristic. The three items are: “Experience a lack of personal development in the 
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job”，“Perceive a lack of growth in the job”，and “Believe their job does not use their 
work-related knowledge, skills, or abilities" (a = .76). 
Cognitive ability. This individual characteristic was measured by means of a 
four-item scale, which covers cognitive ability dimensions commonly required in the 
job. They are: “Able to make sensible judgment", “Able to make good decisions", 
"Effective in solving problems”，and "Analytically skilled". These four items were 
found to be internally reliable (a = .84). 
Relationships with coworkers/ supervisors. This interpersonal variable was 
measured by using three items, which include “Are less satisfied with their 
coworkers”，“Have lower quality interactions with their superiors", and “Are less 
committed to the organization", (a = .67). 
Lack of participation. This work characteristic was assessed by a three-item scale. 
The three items are "Have fewer opportunities to participate in making work-related 
decisions,,, "Have fewer opportunities to be involved in the job", and 'Work in less 
cohesive work group". This measure demonstrated an adequate internal reliability (a 
=.80). 
Job performance. A three-item scale that was derived from the work of Bott, 
Svyantek, Goodman, and Bemal (2003) was adopted for measuring job performance. 
Three out of the original nine items of the scale were selected: “Meet deadlines of 
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work tasks”，“Plan and organize to achieve objectives of the job", and “Perform well 
on overall job by carrying out tasks as expected" (a = .76). 
Organizational Citizenship Behavior (OCB). A five-item measure based on the 
scale developed by Lee and Allen (2002) was used to assess OCB. Five items were 
extracted out of 16 of the original scale. They include: “Adjust their work schedule to 
accommodate other coworkers", “Go out of the way to make newer employees feel 
welcome in the work group，，，“Show genuine concern and courtesy toward coworkers", 
“Attend functions that are not required but that help the organizational image", and 
“Express loyalty toward the organization" (a = 84). 
Each of the 25 items in the questionnaire was rated on a five-point Likert scale 
ranging from “Strongly disagree" to “Strongly agree", which indicated to what extent 
our respondents perceived overqualified applicants would experience or exhibit the 
measured attributes or behaviors, as compared with typical, non-overqualified 
applicants. Factor analysis, using principal component method with varimax rotation, 
revealed that these items loaded on their corresponding factors. Table 1 presents the 
factor analyses results. 
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Table 1. Rotated Factor Loadings for all the 25 Attribute Perception Items 


























Note. OCB2, OCB3, OCB4, 0CB5, and OCB8 are the five items assessing organizational citizenship 
behaviors. COG25, COG26, COG27, and COG28 are the four items assessing cognitive abilities. 
TOIN6, TOIN13, TOIN18, and TOIN19 are the four items measuring turnover intention.NPTT, NPT14, 
and NPT16 are the three items measuring lack of participation.PERFl, PERF6, and PERF7 are the 
three items assessing performance. NGR2, NGR4, and NGR5 are the three items assessing lack of 
growth.REL17, REL21, and REL22 are the three items measuring relationships with coworkers/ 
supervisors. 
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B) Demographic Characteristics of Recruiters 
Our recruiter respondents were categorized into groups with respect to five 
demographic characteristics. They include gender, age, education level, years of 
hiring experience, and whether recruiters were hiring staff for their own department. 
Respondents were divided into three age groups. The boundaries of the three age 
groups were determined such that approximately equal number of respondents would 
be classified in each age group. Those below the age of 30 were classified as the 
"younger" age group, those aged between 31 and 40 belonged to the "middle" age 
group, and those above 40 were in the “older” age group. In terms of education, two 
categories were defined: One group with respondents who held a bachelor degree or 
above, and another group of non-degree holders. For years of hiring experience, our 
respondents showed quite a large range from one month to 19 years. They were 
divided into 3 groups with approximately equal number of respondents in each group: 
below five years of hiring experience, between five and seven years, and eight years 
and above. Finally, those recruiters who were hiring staff for their own department 
were distinguished from those who were not. 
C) Education Levels/ Years of Experience above Requirement 
In order to study how recruiters' willingness to hire overqualified people might 
be affected by the extent to which these applicants are overqualified, different levels 
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of overqualification were established for both education and experience. Two levels 
were used for defining levels of education above requirement. They were one 
education level above the requirement (e.g., the post requires a bachelor degree while 
the applicant has a master degree), and two education levels above the requirement 
(e.g., the post requires a non-degree tertiary qualification and the applicant possesses a 
master degree) ^  There were five levels characterizing years of experience above 
requirement. They included one year, three years, five years, seven years, and nine 
years above that required in the job. 
Dependent Measures 
Two groups of dependent variables for education level and experience were 
examined in this study. Two dependent variables were used to examine 
overqualification in education level. They were the willingness to hire i f the candidate 
was (a) one educational level above requirement, and (b) two levels above 
requirement^. For overqualification in terms of experience, five dependent variables 
were used. They were the willingness to hire i f the applicant was (a) one year, (b) 
1 Education levels were classified into eight categories, namely, (a) primary school or below, (b) 
between Form 1 and Form 3, (c) between Form 4 and Form 5, (d) Between Form 6 and Form 7’ (e) 
non-degree tertiary, (f) bachelor degree, (g) master degree, and (h) Ph.D. degree. 
2 On the questionnaire respondents actually answered the willingness to hire question eight times, once 
for each of the eight levels of education that the applicant might possess, while holding every other 
qualifications constant. In order to determine the willingness to hire an applicant at one- (or two-) level 
of education above the requirement, the "willingness to hire" response to the corresponding education 
level above the required education was used in the analysis. For example, if the required education is a 
bachelor degree, then the respondent's answer to the "willingness to hire" question at the "Master 
degree" level will be used as the value for "one educational level above". Similarly, the answer at the 
"Ph.D. degree" level will be used as the value for "two educational levels above". 
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three years, (c) five years, (d) seven years, and (e) nine years of experience above 
requirement. A seven-point scale (1 = extremely unwilling, 7 = extremely willing) was 
used to measure recruiters' willingness to hire overqualified applicants for both 
education and experience. 
Sample and Procedure 
The target respondents of the present study are human resources practitioners 
who have prior recruitment experience as well as supervisors who are involved in 
selecting direct subordinates. The self-reported questionnaires were distributed mainly 
via email by means of convenient sampling and those who were qualified to 
participate were invited to f i l l out the survey. A total of 105 questionnaires were 
received, and after removing nine outliers who showed extreme responses, a final 
sample of 96 respondents resulted. Among them, 34 (35.4%) were male and 62 
(64.6%) were female. Nearly half of them (48.4%) were from the “middle” age group 
of 31 - 40, whereas 23.2% and 28.4% of them were from the "younger" and “older” 
age groups respectively. In terms of education, 27 (28.5%) of our respondents did not 
have a degree, 50 (52.6%) of them had a bachelor degree and 18 (19%) were master 
or Ph.D. degree holders. For hiring experience, 39.6% were more experienced 
recruiters with eight years and above hiring experience, while 31.3% had hiring 
experience between five and seven years, and the remaining 29.2% were least 
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experienced with less than five years' hiring experience. The average years of hiring 
experience was 6.9 years. Among the respondents, 55.8% of them were recruiters who 
were involved in hiring employees for their own department. Among the HR 
specialists, the majority of them were involved in the finance and related (14.9%), 
manufacturing (12.8%), hotel and leisure (12.8%), and engineering (12.8%) 
industries. 
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Chapter 3: Results 
Perceptions on Attributes of Overqualified Applicants 
Respondents indicated their perceptions of overqualified (OQ) applicants, 
relative to non-OQ candidates, on seven attributes. Table 2 shows the mean ratings 
and standard deviations. On a five-point scale, a rating of 3 indicates that respondents 
did not perceive any difference between OQ and non-OQ applicants. A rating 
significantly above (or below) 3 indicates that OQ applicants are perceived as stronger 
(or weaker) than non-OQ applicants on an attribute. One-sample t-test was performed 
to examine i f the observed mean ratings differed significantly from the average rating 
of “3”，and the results are presented in Table 3. 
From the results, it is found that recruiters tended to perceive OQ candidates as 
showing significantly stronger job performance (M = 3.52) than non-OQ candidates, t 
(95) 二 9.46, p < .01. They also perceived them as having higher cognitive ability (M = 
3.54, t (95) = l2A2,p< .01) than non-OQ applicants. For the job-related 
characteristic of lack of participation, recruiters generally disagreed that OQ people 
were being deprived of the opportunities to participate at work (M = 2.44, t (95)= 
-9.29,/? < .01). They also did not perceive them as having poorer relationships with 
their coworkers or supervisors (M = 2.73, t (95) = -3.91,;? < .01). 
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However, recruiters did realize some negative attributes associated with OQ 
candidates. They reported that the turnover intention of OQ people was significantly 
higher than non-OQ people (M = 3.93, t (95) 二 16.05,;? < .01). In addition, recruiters 
tended to perceive that those OQ employees would experience a higher lack of growth 
in the job (M = 3.69, t (95) = 11.16,;? < .01). Lastly, OQ people were seen as 
performing less than average organizational citizenship behaviors (M = 2.80, t (95) 二 
-423,p<.0\). 
Table 2. Mean Ratings and Standard Deviations of Recruiters' Perceptions on 
Attributes of Overqualified Candidates 
Attribute' M SD 
Performance 3.52 .54 
Organizational Citizenship Behaviors 2.80 .46 
Turnover Intention 3.93 .57 
Cognitive Ability 3.54 .44 
Lack of Participation 2.44 .59 
Relationships with Coworkers/ Supervisors 2.73 .67 
Lack of Growth 3 m M 
a Scale values range from 1 to 5. 
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Table 3. One-Sample t-test of Recruiters' Perceptions on Attributes of Overqualified 
Candidates* 
95% Confidence interval 
of the difference 
Attribute Mean t sig. Lower Upper 
difference (2-tailed) 
Performance .52 9.46 .00 .41 .63 
Organizational Citizenship -.20 -4.2 .00 -.29 -.11 
Behaviors 
Turnover Intention .93 16.05 .00 .81 1.04 
Cognitive Ability .54 12.12 .00 .45 .63 
Lack of Participation -.56 -9.29 .00 -.68 -.44 
Relationships with -.27 -3.91 .00 -.40 -.13 
Coworkers/ Supervisors 
Lack of Growth .69 11.16 .00 ^ .81 
* test value 二 3 
Several demographic characteristics of recruiters, including gender, age, 
education level, hiring experience, and whether hiring for same department or not, 
were identified for examining their respective effects on willingness to hire applicants 
who were overqualified in both education and experience. It is observed that 
willingness to hire OQ applicants differed among recruiters in different demographic 
groups. Their means and standard deviations are presented in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Means (Standard Deviations) of Willingness to Hire Applicants Overqualified 




Younger (Below 30) 5.33 (.36) 4.60 (.25) 
Middle (Between 31 and 40) 4.59 (.23) 4.10 (.16) 
Older (Above 40) 4.75 (.31) 4.45 (.22) 
Education 
Below a bachelor degree 4.88 (.28) 4.16 (.20) 
Bachelor degree or above 4.90 (.17) 4.61 (.12) 
Hiring experience 
Below 5 years 4.61 (.32) 4.44 (.22) 
Between 5 and 7 years 4.67 (.26) 4.08 (. 18) 
8 years or above 5.40 (.28) 4.63 (.19) 
Gender 
Male 5.03 (.29) 4.20 (.20) 
Female 4.75 (.18) 4.57 (.12) 
Hiring for same department 
No 4.96 (.27) 4.18 (.19) 
Yes 4.83 (.20) 4.59 (.14) 
Within-Subjects Effects for Education Levels above Requirement 
For overqualification in terms of education, two dependent variables were 
examined and they were the willingness to hire i f the candidate was (a) one 
educational level above requirement, and (b) two levels above requirement. These two 
dependent variables were analyzed by a repeated measures analysis with two classes 
of predictors. For the demographic predictors, they included recruiters': (a) gender, (b) 
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age, (c) education level, (d) hiring experience, and (e) whether they were selecting 
employees for their own department. For the perception predictors, they were: (a) 
performance, (b) organizational citizenship behaviors, (c) cognitive ability, (d) 
turnover intention, (e) lack of participation, (f) lack of growth, and (g) relationships 
with coworkers/ supervisors. 
Results of tests of within-subjects effects for education levels above requirement 
are shown in Table 5. A significant main effect was found for education levels above 
requirement (F (1, 77) = 81.79,/? < .01), indicating that willingness to hire OQ 
applicants decreased as the level of education above the requirement increased. The 
mean rating of willingness for hiring OQ candidates with one education level above 
the requirement was 5.88 (SD = .17)，but it dropped to 3.90 (SD = .23) i f applicants 
were overqualified by two education levels above requirement. 
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Table 5. Tests of Within-Subjects Contrasts for Education Levels above Requirement 
Variable interacting with Education 
Levels Above Requirement ^ Mean Square F 
—— 1 104.45 81.79* 
Demographic characteristics of recruiter 
Gender 1 .46 .36 
Age 2 4.42 3.46* 
Education 1 .03 .02 
Hiring experience 2 5.81 4.55* 
Hiring for own/ other department 1 5.41 4.24* 
Perceptions on the attributes of 
overqualified candidate 
Performance 1 .13 .10 
Organizational citizenship behaviors 1 .63 .49 
Cognitive ability 1 .12 .09 
Turnover intention 1 2.91 2.28 
Lack of participation 1 .37 .29 
Lack of growth 1 2.90 2.27 
Relationships with coworkers/ 1 ^^ ^^ 
supervisors ‘ ‘ 
Error 77 
< .05 
Besides the main effect of education levels above that required, several 
demographic variables were found to interact with levels of education above 
requirement. These demographic characteristics of recruiters were age (F (2, 77)= 
3.46,;? < .05), hiring experience (F (2, 77) = 4.55,;? < .05), and hiring for own or 
other department (F (1, 77) = 4.24,尸 < .05), suggesting that these variables had 
differential effects on willingness to hire OQ people under different levels of 
education overqualified. 
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Age of recruiter. Figure 1 shows the interaction between age of recruiter and 
level of education overqualified. Results indicated that when applicants' education 
level was only one level above requirement, recruiters' age did not have a significant 
effect on hiring preference and people from all three age groups generally showed a 
high willingness in hiring OQ applicants. However, when applicants' education 
exceeded requirement by two levels, the age of recruiters had a significant impact on 
their preference for hiring this group of candidates. Specifically, younger recruiters 
below the age of 30 were more tolerant of job seekers who had attained two levels of 
education more than required. People from the middle and older age groups showed a 
significantly lower preference for this group of OQ people and the two groups did not 
differ significantly in their willingness to hire. 
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Figure 1. Interaction between Recruiters' Age and Level of Education Overqualified 
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Hiring experience. The interaction between recruiters' years of hiring experience 
and level of education overqualified is depicted in Figure 2. It is observed that 
recruiters with different years of hiring experience did not differ significantly in their 
willingness to hire when applicants were one education level above the requirement. 
The impact of hiring experience emerged when the level of education overqualified 
increased to two levels. Those most experienced recruiters with 8 years or above 
hiring experience were more willing to accept and hire this group of OQ people, while 
the other two groups of less experienced recruiters were less willing to consider and 
hire them, and their willingness ratings were not significantly different. 
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Figure 2. Interaction between Recruiters' Hiring Experience and Level of Education 
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Hiring for own department. The final variable interacting with education level 
above requirement was whether recruiters were hiring for their own or other 
department. Figure 3 shows that at two levels of education overqualified, there were 
no significant differences in hiring preference among the two groups of recruiters, and 
they were in general less willing to hire these OQ applicants. On the other hand, at 
one education level above requirement, those recruiters hiring staff for other 
department were significantly more willing to accept candidates who were 
overqualified by one education level than those who were hiring for their own 
department. 
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Figure 3. Interaction between Hiring for own/ other Department and Level of 
Education Overqualified 
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Between-Subjects Effects for Willingness to Hire Applicants Overqualified in 
Education 
Table 6 presents the results of tests of between-subjects effects for the two sets of 
demographic and perception variables. For demographic characteristics, none of these 
variables was found to have significantly influenced recruiters' willingness to hire OQ 
applicants with more than the required education level. With respect to perceptions of 
attributes, it is found that performance had a marginally significant effect on 
willingness to accept overqualification in education (F (1, 77) = 3.33,;? 二 .07). 
Recruiters who perceived these OQ applicants as showing higher job performance 
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reported a significantly higher mean rating of willingness to hire (M = 5.32) than 
those who did not (M = 4.54). 
Table 6. Tests of Between-Subjects Effects for Willingness to hire Applicants 
Overqualified in Education 
Variable df Mean Square F 
Demographic characteristics of recruiter 
Gender 1 2.10 .69 
Age 2 4.15 1.37 
Education 1 .01 .00 
Hiring experience 2 7.23 2.39 
Hiring for own/ other department 1 .45 .15 
Perceptions on the attributes of 
overqualified candidate 
Performance 1 10.09 3.33 十 
Organizational citizenship behaviors 1 3.74 1.24 
Cognitive ability 1 3.04 1.00 
Turnover intention 1 .82 .27 
Lack of participation 1 4.49 1.48 
Lack of growth 1 6.54 2.16 
Relationships with coworkers/ 1 ^ ^^ 1 
supervisors ‘ “ 
Error ^ 3 m 
f p = .07 
Within-Subjects Effects for Years of Experience above Requirement 
Five levels of overqualification in years of experience were examined. They 
were: (a) one year, (b) three years, (c) five years, (d) seven years, and (e) nine years 
above the requirement. Hence, five dependent variables, corresponding to the five 
experience levels, were used for tapping willingness to hire at each of these levels. 
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Results of tests of within-subjects effects for years of experience above 
requirement are shown in Table 7. A significant main effect was found for years of 
experience above requirement (F (1, 79) = 64.90,;? < .01)，suggesting that willingness 
to hire OQ candidates was different for different levels of experience exceeding the 
requirement. In general, as applicants possessed more years of experience than 
required, recruiters' willingness to hire decreased monotonically from 5.64 to 2.97 (1 
year: M = 5.64, SD 二 .20; 3 years: M = 5.53, SD = .16; 5 years: M = 4.39，SD = .18; 7 
years: M = 3.39, SD = .19; 9 years: M = 2.97, SD = .21). 
Table 7 also reveals that some demographic and perception variables were found 
to interact with years of experience above requirement. They included: education (F 
(1 ,79 ) - 2.96,p = .09), hiring experience (F (2, 79) = 3.22,p< .05), performance (F 
(1, 79) = 4A2,p< .05), and lack of participation (F (1, 79) = 3.53,;? = .06), which 
indicated that the effects of these variables on willingness to hire OQ people were 
different under different years of experience overqualified. 
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Table 7. Tests of Within-Subjects Contrasts for Years of Experience above 
Requirement 
Variable interacting with Years of 
Experience Above Requirement df Mean Square F 
---- Linear 1 297.62 64.90* 
—— Quadratic 1 .76 .97 
Demographic characteristics of recruiter 
Gender Linear 1 .25 .05 
Quadratic 1 1.06 1.35 
Age Linear 2 .13 .03 
Quadratic 2 .65 .82 
Education Linear 1 9.94 2.17 
Quadratic 1 2.33 2.96十 
Hiring experience Linear 2 .56 .12 
Quadratic 2 2.53 3.22* 
Hiring for own/ other department Linear 1 8.24 1.80 
Quadratic 1 .17 .22 
Perceptions on the attributes of 
overqualified candidate 
Performance Linear 1 18.91 4.12* 
Quadratic 1 .61 .77 
Organizational citizenship behaviors Linear 1 12.66 2.76 
Quadratic 1 .40 .52 
Cognitive ability Linear 1 .82 .18 
Quadratic 1 .68 .86 
Turnover intention Linear 1 1.78 .39 
Quadratic 1 .11 .14 
Lack of participation Linear 1 1.70 .37 
Quadratic 1 2.77 3.53t 
Lack of growth Linear 1 .32 .07 
Quadratic 1 .01 .01 
Relationships with coworkers/ Linear 1 1.37 .30 
supervisors Quadratic 1 .44 .55 
Error Linear 79 4.59 
Quadratic 79 . n 
tp<.10 
*p < .05 
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Recruiter ’s education level. The interaction between education level of recruiter 
and years of experience overqualified is presented in Figure 4. Findings showed that 
when applicants' years of experience were more than that required by only one year 
and three years, recruiters' own education level, whether having a bachelor degree or 
not, did not significantly impact their willingness to hire OQ candidates, and both 
groups expressed a relatively high degree of willingness to hire them. The effects of 
recruiters' education came into play with increased years of experience overqualified. 
It is evident that from three years of experience above requirement onwards, the 
difference in ratings between the two groups of recruiters increased gradually. For 
non-degree holder recruiters, abrupt drops in willingness ratings were observed at five 
and seven years of experience overqualified, indicating that this group of recruiters 
were very much unwilling to accept and recruit OQ applicants with five years or more 
experience above requirement. Though recruiters with a bachelor degree or above also 
showed a continuous decrease in willingness to hire applicants with five years or more 
excessive experience, their average willingness ratings were significantly higher than 
those reported by their non-degree holder counterparts at each experience level. 
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Figure 4. Interaction between Recruiters' Education and Years of Experience 
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Hiring experience. Figure 5 shows the results of the interaction effect between 
hiring experience of recruiters and years of experience overqualified. It is found that 
at one and three years of experience above requirement, hiring experience of 
recruiters did not have a significant effect on hiring preference, and they were 
generally willing to consider applicants who were overqualified at these experience 
levels. However, starting from three years of experience overqualified, willingness to 
hire declined linearly and a drop of mean ratings in a similar extent for all three 
groups was observed. Further, those most experienced recruiters with eight years or 
above hiring experience were significantly more willing to hire OQ candidates with 
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three, five, and seven years of excessive experience, as compared with recruiters who 
had less hiring experience. 
Figure 5. Interaction between Recruiters' Hiring Experience and Years of Experience 
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Performance. Concerning recruiters' perceptions on the attributes of 
overqualified applicants, results revealed that the perception of performance 
interacted with years of experience overqualified in influencing willingness to hire. 
From Figure 6, it is shown that up ti l l five years of experience above the requirement, 
performance perception did not have a significant impact on recruiters' hiring 
preference. As the years of experience more than that required reached seven years 
and above, recruiters who had a positive perception toward OQ people regarding their 
job performance were more willing to accept and hire them. 
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Lack of participation. The last variable which was found to have interaction with 
years of experience above requirement was lack of participation at work. Results from 
Figure 7 suggested that overall, the perception of lack of participation by recruiters 
would hinder their willingness to hire OQ individuals. Nevertheless, the differences in 
willingness ratings between the two groups decreased as the years of experience 
overqualified increased, which implied that the effect of perception of lack of 
participation diminished gradually with increasing years of experience more than 
required. 
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Figure 7. Interaction between Perception of Lack of Participation and Years of 
Experience Overqualified 
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Between-Subjects Effects for Willingness to Hire Applicants Overqualified in 
Experience 
Table 8 presents the results of tests of between-subjects effects for both sets of 
demographic and perception variables. There were significant differences in 
recruiters' willingness to hire applicants overqualified in experience among different 
demographic groups. Specifically, those recruiters with a bachelor degree or above 
reported a significantly higher willingness to recruit people who are overqualified in 
experience (F (1, 79) 二 4.03,;? < .05), and the average willingness ratings for degree 
and non-degree holder recruiters were 4.61 (SD = .12) and 4.16 (SD 二 .20) 
respectively. Further, the years of hiring experience of recruiters was found to affect 
their willingness for hiring OQ people (F (2, 79) = 2.76, p = .07). The most 
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experienced recruiters with eight years or above hiring experience were significantly 
more will ing to hire OQ applicants (M = 4.63, SD = .19) than those with less hiring 
experience (below 5 years: M = 4.44, SD = .22; between 5 and 7 years: M = 4.08, SD 
=.18). Moreover, whether recruiters were hiring staff for their own department or not 
would affect their willingness to accept candidates who were overqualified in 
experience (F (1, 79) = 2.98,/? = .09). A higher degree of willingness was observed 
when recruiters were hiring for their own staff (M = 4.59, SD = .14) than when they 
were not (M = 4.18, SD = .19). With respect to perceptions of attributes, it is found 
that lack of participation had a significant effect on willingness to accept 
overqualification in experience (F (1, 79) = 4 . 8 2 , < .05). Recruiters who perceived 
OQ applicants as having less opportunities to participate in their job reported a 
significantly lower mean rating of willingness (M = 2.41) than those who perceived a 
higher level of participation (M = 2.85). 
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Table 8. Tests of Between-Subjects Effects for Willingness to hire Applicants 
Overqualified in Experience 
Variable Df Mean Square F 
Demographic characteristics of recruiter 
Gender 1 8.98 2.42 
Age 2 8.15 2.20 
Education 1 14.94 4.03** 
Hiring experience 2 10.24 2.76t 
Hiring for own/ other department 1 11.03 2.98十 
Perceptions on the attributes of 
overqualified candidate 
Performance 1 5.81 1.57 
Organizational citizenship behaviors 1 .44 .12 
Cognitive ability 1 .56 .15 
Turnover intention 1 4.44 1.20 
Lack of participation 1 17.84 4.82* 
Lack of growth 1 .05 .01 
Relationships with coworkers/ , , 。 , _ . 1 .69 .19 supervisors 
Error 79 3.70 
t p < . 1 0 
** /?<.05 
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Chapter 4: Discussion 
The present study represents one of the limited research in investigating 
employers' perceptions and attitudes toward a specific group of job applicants — the 
overqualified applicants. It aimed to study the presence, i f any, of some biased 
perceptions toward overqualified people and how these perceptions affected 
recruiters' willingness to hire them. It also examined how the different levels of 
overqualification in education and experience influenced recruiters' acceptance of 
these candidates. In addition, the possible moderating effects of recruiters' 
demographic characteristics on hiring intention toward candidates with different 
degree of overqualification were explored. 
Recruiters 'Perceptions on Attributes of Overqualified Applicants 
The results indicate that recruiters did perceive overqualified applicants 
differently relative to other typical, non-overqualified candidates. Particularly, 
overqualified applicants were perceived as showing a higher intention to turnover and 
having fewer opportunities for growth in the job. On the positive side, recruiters 
indicated that overqualified individuals were more able to perform on the job and 
tended to believe that their cognitive ability was higher than those non-overqualified 
applicants. These findings of the perceptions of recruiters on attributes of 
overqualified people generally confirm those obtained from the focus groups, only 
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except that respondents of the survey did not agree that having lower quality 
relationships with coworkers or supervisors was an attribute of overqualified 
employees. 
Turnover intention. In understanding why recruiters hold such perceptions on 
applicants who possess qualifications more than the job requires, feedback generated 
from the focus groups could possibly give us some insights. Participants' expressed 
that their major hesitation in hiring overqualified people concerned their relatively 
higher turnover intention. Some reasons were provided for such perception. First, they 
reasoned that overqualified employees would be unlikely to feel mentally challenged 
and thus would be less satisfied with their jobs. Their excessive qualifications might 
make them get bored with the job easily and leave eventually. Further, participants 
raised the belief that those overqualified candidates might try to use their jobs as 
stepping stones to other better alternatives. In other words, recruiters perceived that 
overqualified people who stayed in a job that required much lower qualifications were 
simply using it as a transition, and they would probably leave right away when some 
other better job opportunities came up. Indeed, turnover was not the only concern here, 
but the level of commitment of overqualified individuals was questioned as well. 
Lastly, recruiters believed overqualified people were more likely to turnover from 
their jobs because they were offered a pay that was less than what they actually 
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deserved, given their levels of qualifications. Thus dissatisfaction with pay might lead 
to higher turnover intention among overqualified employees. 
Lack of growth. Apart from turnover, recruiters also perceived overqualified 
people as having limited opportunities for growth and development in the job. From 
the responses of the focus group participants, it was contended that the job content 
and job scope might not adequately meet the expectations and growth needs of those 
overqualified, as their capabilities often exceeded the demands of the job. In this sense, 
the skills and abilities of overqualified employees could not fully be utilized or 
developed in the job. Such perceived mismatch between what the individual desired 
or needed and what the job could provide might result in the perception of lack of 
growth among recruiters. 
Performance. Notwithstanding the negative perceptions, overqualified applicants 
were perceived as exhibiting better job performance as compared with 
non-overqualified candidates. The reason for such perception was mainly due to 
recruiters' belief that these applicants, given their stronger credentials, should have an 
edge over others and such advantage would be reflected in their job performance. This 
finding is consistent with Athley and Hautaluoma's (1994) study who also found that 
personnel representatives rated the overall performance of overqualified applicants (in 
terms of education) more favorably than those with lower education levels. As such, it 
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seems to suggest that recruiters hold a positive perception toward overqualified people 
regarding their job performance. 
Comparison between Recruiters ’ Perceptions and Employees ’ Self-reported 
Consequences of Overqualification 
Though the present study aimed to examine what specific characteristics of 
overqualified people were perceived by employers, it would be valuable to compare 
the present findings with those obtained from employees who perceive themselves as 
overqualified in order to explore the validity of the data. Hence, in the following 
sections, the perceptions of attributes of overqualified individuals as reported by 
recruiters in the current study were compared with employees' self-reported 
attitudinal and behavioral consequences associated with self-perceived 
overqualification. 
Previous research which studied overqualification, or broadly underemployment, 
largely focused on its consequences on employees'job attitudes (e.g. job satisfaction, 
work commitment, job involvement, and motivation), career attitudes, job behaviors 
and job performance. Burris (1983) found that overqualified employees showed 
stronger feelings of frustration about the inability to grow and advance on the job. 
Further, among the group of overqualified college graduates, it was found that they 
were more frustrated with lack of opportunities for advancement and the limited 
challenge of their job (Borgen, Amundson, & Harder, 1988). In this light, findings 
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seem to suggest that the feeling of lack of growth and developmental opportunities as 
experienced by overqualified employees is consistent with that perceived by recruiters 
in our study. 
Research consistently suggests that underemployed or overqualified workers are 
more likely to search for new jobs (e.g., Borgen et al., 1988; Feldman & Tumley, 
1995). Robinson, Kraatz, and Rousseau (1994) found that among recently graduated 
MBA students, employees who felt their organizations were not fulfilling their 
commitments to them or meeting their expectations were less likely to stay long with 
the organization. Given that overqualified employees are more likely to be dissatisfied 
with their jobs (Johnson & Johnson, 2000; Johnson et al., 2002), it is not surprising to 
observe that they wi l l be more motivated to look for better alternatives elsewhere and 
thus show higher intention to leave. Again, recruiters' belief of higher turnover 
intention among overqualified people seems to be supported by previous findings with 
employees. 
The impact of overqualification or underemployment on productivity has not 
been thoroughly examined. However, the common assumption is that job performance 
wil l be lower among the overqualified because of reduced motivation and job 
involvement. For instance, Borgen et al.'s (1988) study has provided qualitative data 
which suggest that overqualified employees are more fatalistic and see less point in 
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trying to work hard in their job. This result seems to be in conflict with the present 
findings, which show that recruiters perceived stronger job performance among 
overqualified individuals. Nevertheless, whether overqualified employees are better 
performers at work is still equivocal as objective empirical data on the performance 
levels of overqualified workers are not presently available. 
Effects of Education Level and Years of Experience above Requirement 
Our findings indicate that the level of education above requirement would 
influence recruiters' willingness to accept and hire overqualified candidates. 
Recruiters were not concerned much about hiring people with one level of education 
above requirement and they were even keen on accepting them, as shown by their 
high ratings of willingness to hire (M 二 5.88). Thus, recruiters were generally willing 
to accept a level of education one level above that required for the job. But their 
willingness dropped significantly when the education level above requirement jumped 
to two levels (M = 3.90). Our results are consistent with those reported by Bills (1992) 
who also found that the ‘‘zone of acceptance" of applicants' education level for both 
personnel manager and hiring manager was about one education level above 
requirement. Thus, there seems to be an implicit consensus among recruiters 
regarding the ceiling of education level. 
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A similar pattern was found for years of experience - recruiters showed a gradual 
decline in their willingness to hire as applicants possessed more years of experience 
above that required by the position. Here, candidates possessing one or three years of 
experience more than required did not seem to be a great concern for recruiters, as 
their ratings indicated that they were still willing to consider them. But the drop in 
hiring attitude appeared at higher experience levels, i.e., from five years above 
requirement onwards. This suggests that recruiters are concerned about whether 
candidates are too experienced relative to the job, especially when the years of 
experience more than required have exceeded a certain threshold. Despite Bills' (1992) 
efforts in demonstrating how employers actually evaluate educational credentials that 
are higher than those associated with a job, no attempt has been made so far for 
exploring employers' hiring preference toward people who are overqualified in 
different experience levels. Yet, our results reveal that like education level, recruiters 
do maintain some ceilings for experience as well when considering applicants for 
certain positions. 
Effects of Recruiters' Demographics Characteristics on Willingness to Hire 
Overqualified Applicants 
With respect to the effects of recruiters' demographics characteristics on 
willingness to hire overqualified applicants, the results suggest that several 
demographic variables were particularly salient in influencing recruiters' willingness 
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to hire this group of people. These demographics include whether the recruiters are 
hiring for their own department, recruiters' education level, years of hiring experience, 
and age. 
Hiring for same department. For overqualification in education level, it is 
observed that whether recruiters were hiring employees for their own department or 
not could affect their acceptance toward overqualified people. Though the difference 
in ratings on willingness to hire between one- and two-level of education 
overqualified was negligible for recruiters hiring for own department, a huge 
difference was found among those recruiters hiring for other departments. Obviously 
these recruiters, who were mainly staffing personnel, were more sensitive to 
applicants' educational credentials, and they tended to be more wary of hiring 
overeducated candidates with two levels of education above requirement. As such 
they showed a more significant drop in their willingness to hire. 
Responses gathered from the focus group might provide some insights in 
understanding this finding. Participants (who were recruitment personnel) remarked 
that they did not mind hiring applicants who were a "little bit" overqualified in their 
education, as this might help raise the overall education standard within the 
department. But candidates having “too much" education would be undesirable since 
they might not assimilate into their workgroup easily. A more important issue is that 
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those job seekers with higher education levels tended to demand a higher salary which 
was an important concern for staffing personnel when considering hiring 
overeducated applicants. 
As for years of experience, results show that recruiters, like those line managers 
or supervisors who hire their own subordinates, were more receptive to overqualified 
applicants. In order to further explore this effect, the mean perception ratings were 
compared by recruiter demographics characteristic. Table 9 shows the mean ratings 
and standard deviations of recruiters' perceptions on attributes of overqualified 
candidates. None of the mean perception ratings were significantly different, except 
for the effect of hiring for same department on the perception of lack of growth. 
Recruiters hiring employees for own department perceived that overqualified 
candidates had more growth potential (i.e., a lower degree of lack of growth, M = 3.56) 
than did recruiters hiring not for their own department (M = 3.87), F (1, 93) = 6.36,p 
< .05. Thus, it is possible that the different perceptions on growth opportunities of 














































































 7  7
 7






















































 6  4
 5
 3
 5  5
 6
 5
 6  3
 5



















































 、 — \
 、 ~ S
 、 — S
 \ — \
 \ ~ /
 、 — S
 、S
 \ — ^ N















 7  4
 113
 2  3  7
 6
 o  4
 5
 4

























 C I -
 4








 c ^ c ^ c ^ c ^
 r ^ c j r ^ c ^
 r ^ o - C ^ C J C ^ C J











































































 9  6
 o












































 , — N















































































































































































































experienced recruiters. They were consistently more willing to accept overqualified 
candidates, regardless of whether they were overqualified in education level or 
experience. Yet, for overqualification in experience, a floor effect seems to be present 
for hiring experience. As the years of experience above requirement have reached a 
certain high level (i.e., nine years), the effects of recruiters' hiring experience diminish. 
At this point, even the most experienced (and receptive) recruiters are no longer 
will ing to hire overqualified applicants. 
Education level. Recruiters' education level was found to affect their attitude 
toward hiring overqualified applicants. Better educated recruiters (i.e.，those who 
attained a bachelor degree or above) exhibited a higher level of acceptance in 
employing overqualified individuals. It is further noted that the effects of education 
tend to be quite salient, since even at a high level of years of experience overqualified, 
the more educated recruiters were consistently more willing to consider hiring 
overqualified candidates. 
Age. Lastly, the effect of recruiters' age was identified as influencing their hiring 
preference. Surprisingly, the youngest recruiters who aged below 30 were the most 
willing in accepting overeducated applicants at two levels of education above 
requirement. This finding seems to be in conflict with that of hiring experience, which 
suggests that the most experienced recruiters were the most receptive to 
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overqualification. However, this finding might be spurious due to the high correlation 
between recruiters' age and hiring experience (r = .58,;? < .05). A premature 
interpretation should not be drawn until a more diverse sample of recruiters who vary 
in age and hiring experience independently can be examined in further studies. 
Effects of Recruiters，Perceptions on Attributes of Overqualified Applicants on 
Willingness to Hire 
Performance. The impact of recruiters' perception of performance of the 
overqualified on willingness to hire was evident in both overqualification situations. 
In general, recruiters were receptive to overqualified candidates whom were perceived 
as high performers. Further, the effect of performance perception is rather strong, as 
its influence is still present under high levels of years of experience overqualified, 
such as nine years. This suggests that as long as recruiters perceive that overqualified 
employees are capable of performing well on their job, they would still be willing to 
employ them, despite that their experience level being far above the requirement. This 
finding nonetheless implies that performance seems to be an important factor in 
influencing recruiters' hiring attitudes toward overqualified applicants. Expected 
satisfactory job performance tends to override the concerns associated with hiring 
overqualified applicants. 
Several observations could be drawn from examining the quadratic interaction 
effects between years of experience overqualified and recruiters' demographics and 
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perception variables. First, it can be observed that when applicants were overqualified 
by one year of experience, recruiters' demographics characteristics and perception of 
attributes did not have a significant impact on willingness to hire overqualified 
candidates. In other words, at a low degree of overqualification in terms of experience 
(i.e., one year more than required), willingness to hire among recruiters with different 
demographics characteristics and perception ratings did not differ much, and 
recruiters did not concern much about hiring this group of "slightly" overqualified 
applicants. In fact, recruiters “preferred，，these overqualified applicants as their ratings 
on willingness to hire were typically at the upper end of the rating scale (e.g., 5 or 6 
on a seven-point scale, with 4 indicating a neutral point). 
Furthermore, it is shown that as the years of experience overqualified progressed, 
a differential effect appeared, as evidenced by the larger differences in willingness to 
hire for three, five, and seven years of experience above the requirement. This 
suggests that at these levels of overqualification in experience, there is not a uniform 
effect for overqualification, but rather it would interact with other variables like 
recruiters' demographics characteristics and perception of attributes associated with 
overqualified people. 
In addition, when the extent of overqualification has mounted to a high level 
(e.g., nine years above requirement), recruiters showed similarly low willingness to 
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hire, and again, demographic variables and perception of characteristics did not exert 
a significant effect. 
Finally, it is found that for overqualification at five years of experience or below, 
recruiters actually did not report an exceptionally low willingness for employing 
overqualified applicants. As approaching seven years of experience, recruiters started 
to show an obvious drop in their ratings (i.e., rated at 4 or below). This pattern 
indicates that in general recruiters were quite tolerant of overqualified candidates, and 
might consider hiring them provided that their experience did not exceed the 
requirement by too much. 
A Theoretical Model of Recruiters，Attitudes towards Hiring Overqualified Applicants 
In order to integrate the present findings to capture a holistic picture on the 
effects of demographics and perception variables on employers' acceptance for 
overqualified individuals, a tentative theoretical framework was proposed. In this 
preliminary model, several latent variables were identified which might affect 
recruiters' attitudes towards hiring overqualified applicants. Job performance is 
apparently an important factor, as perceived strong performance would show a 
positive impact on willingness to hire overqualified people. Yet, the construct of job 
performance in the current model entails not only in-role, task performance, but also 
the discretionary, extra-role behavior, or organizational citizenship behavior (OCB). 
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Since there is some evidence that supervisors do consider both aspects of job 
performance when making performance ratings (e.g., Borman, White, Pulakos, & 
Oppler, 1991; Lance & Bennett, 2000; Van Scotter, Motowidlo, & Cross, 2000), it is 
postulated that employers would take into consideration both task and contextual 
performance when making hiring decisions. 
Apart from job performance, other intrinsic and extrinsic factors may also play a 
part in shaping employers' attitudes towards overqualified individuals. Specifically, 
perceived lack of growth and participation in the job (intrinsic factor) as well as 
relationships with coworkers and supervisors (extrinsic factor) would be associated 
with turnover intention and performance. Thus, employers' perceptions that 
overqualified employees would be less intrinsically and extrinsically motivated might 
lead them to believe that they would show higher turnover intention and less 
satisfactory performance, which in turn may affect their willingness to hire them. 
Finally, some dispositional and demographic factors are included in the proposed 
framework. Recruiters' perception of the cognitive abilities of overqualified people is 
likely to have a direct effect on their performance perception of these individuals, 
which eventually would influence their hiring preference. Besides, the demographic 
characteristics of recruiters may also impact their acceptance for overqualified 
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applicants, though the nature and direction of such impact need to be further 
examined. 
Limitations 
Several limitations are observed in this study. First, the relatively small sample 
size available could have limited the generalizability of the results of the present study. 
For same reason, other more advanced and sophisticated forms of data analysis 
methods which, i f employed, may have generated some insightful findings cannot be 
conducted. Second, in examining recruiters' willingness to hire overqualified 
applicants at different levels of overqualification of education and experience, only 
one specific position, i.e. the most recent position that they had recruited, was used in 
exploring their hiring preference. The limitation is that their willingness to hire 
overqualified candidates for a particular position may not be adequately generalized to 
other positions in the organization. Another related issue is that there is a lack of 
control over the kinds of positions to be included in the study. Third, the difference 
between the levels of education may not be uniform; that is, recruiters may perceive 
the difference between form five and form seven as different from that between a 
bachelor and a master degree, despite that both are one education level apart. Finally, 
the years of experience overqualified could have been entangled with the age of 
applicants. In other words, applicants' age might have a confounding effect which 
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could not be readily separated from the true effect of overqualification in experience. 
Further research may need to control the age of applicants in order to minimize its 
possible confounding effect. 
Conclusion 
The present study aimed to explore the phenomenon of overqualification in 
personnel selection by addressing four issues: (a) recruiters' perceptions on attributes 
of overqualified people, (b) the effects of these perceptions on willingness to accept 
and hire overqualified candidates, (c) the effects of the extent of overqualification on 
willingness to hire, and (d) the moderating roles of recruiters' demographics 
characteristics on hiring intention towards candidates with different degree of 
overqualification. 
Results suggest that recruiters do perceive overqualified individuals differently 
from other typical, non-overqualified employees. Their hiring preference for 
overqualified applicants could be affected by these sometimes biased perceptions. In 
addition, the degree of overqualification in education level and years of experience, as 
well as recruiters' demographics characteristics would also influence their acceptance 
for overqualified people. 
One of the practical implications drawn from the present findings concerns the 
impact of recruiters' demographics in making hiring decisions. Particularly, the age, 
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education, hiring experience, and whether recruiters hiring for own department or not 
were found to affect recruiters' motivation and willingness to employ overqualified 
applicants. Thus, employers might need to be aware of such recruiter demographic 
differences, and perhaps certain actions could be taken in order to align the 
willingness for hiring overqualified applicants among recruiters (e.g., line managers 
would like to recruit highly experienced candidates while human resources personnel 
would not). 
Another implication is that it seems that employers are quite eager to recruit 
people who are a bit overqualified, whether in education level or experience. The job 
requirements stipulated in job description or recruitment ad might not be that rigid, 
and often they are only the minimum requirements that a candidate should possess in 
order to be further considered. Thus, there seems to be some discrepancies between 
employers' requirements on the job and their actual preference. 
The present study only explored the perceptions on overqualified people and how 
recruiters' willingness to hire them was affected by various factors. Further studies 
could be done to examine whether these perceptions are accurate, by collecting data 
such as turnover rate and performance ratings of overqualified employees. Moreover, 
the willingness to accept overqualified people might be different for different position 
levels (e.g., junior vs. senior), and thus future research might be conducted to look 
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into this issue. 
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Appendix A: Consequences of 
Overqualification/Underemployment 
Job satisfaction. Research that studies the consequences of underemployment or 
perceived overqualification has focused on the impact on employees' attitudes toward 
jobs, specifically job satisfaction. A negative relationship has consistently been found 
between perceived overqualification and job satisfaction (Johnson & Johnson, 2000; 
Johnson et al., 2002). Similarly, underemployment has also been associated with 
decreased job satisfaction among younger and older employees alike (Feldman & 
Tumley, 1995; Johnson & Johnson, 1995; Khan & Morrow, 1991; O'Brien, 1982). 
Further, in a study of nonacademic university employees, Khan and Morrow (1991) 
empirically examined the relationship between objective and subjective forms of 
underemployment and job satisfaction. They found that subjective measures of 
underemployment demonstrated moderate to strong negative relationships with job 
satisfaction, and these correlations were consistently stronger than those objective 
measures for most of the job satisfaction facets. The results indicate that subjective 
perceptions, rather than objective measurements, may play a more important role in 
underemployment for predicting employees'job satisfaction. 
Several theories have been proposed to explain the observed negative impact of 
underemployment on job satisfaction. Equity theory (Adams, 1976) suggests that 
Overqualification 73 
individuals' satisfaction with job rewards is partly influenced by comparisons with 
coworkers. According to this theory, individuals wi l l feel inequity and thus become 
dissatisfied, i f they perceive their ratio of job outcomes to job inputs to be less than 
those of their colleagues working in similar positions. I f overeducated employees 
have high inputs of education and only receive the same pay, status, and other benefits 
as less educated employees, they wi l l be likely to feel inequity which leads to job 
dissatisfaction. 
Relative deprivation theory may be used to examine the relationship between 
perceived overqualification and job satisfaction. Relative deprivation has been 
associated with lowered job satisfaction and feelings of injustice (Crosby, 1984; 
Martin, Price, Bies, & Powers, 1987). The theory suggests that individuals'job 
attitudes are partially influenced by how objective job conditions can satisfy what the 
individuals desire and feel entitled to receiving from their jobs. It is maintained that 
perceived overqualification is associated with a lack of fulfillment in work 
expectations, which is a source of work-related deprivation that wil l lead to job 
dissatisfaction (Johnson & Johnson, 2000). Indeed, research has shown that relative 
deprivation mediates the relationship between underemployment and job outcomes. It 
is believed that underemployment produces feelings of relative deprivation which in 
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turn adversely affect employees' attitudes toward their jobs and careers in general 
(Feldman, Leana, & Bolino, 2002; Feldman, Leana, & Tumley, 1997). 
Organizational commitment. Apart from to job attitudes, underemployment is 
also associated with lower organizational commitment. When individuals perceive 
discrepancy between the rewards they receive and the rewards they believe they 
should deserve, they are likely to restore that imbalance by distancing themselves 
from their employers and reducing their contributions to their organizations. It is 
found that underemployed college graduates are likely to decrease their contributions 
to their employers and feel less obligated to perform at maximum levels, as a result of 
their unfulfilled expectations on the job (Robinson, Kraatz, & Rousseau, 1994). 
Johnson et al. (2002) also reported that both perceived mismatch and perceived no 
growth of the overqualification construct showed negative relationships with 
organizational commitment. 
Intention to quit. Underemployment has negative impact on job behaviors as well, 
though the relations are less clear. The job behavior that is most closely related to 
underemployment is turnover. Research consistently suggests that underemployed 
workers are more likely to search for new jobs (Borgen, Amundson, & Harder, 1988; 
Feldman & Tumley, 1995). Robinson et al. (1994) found that employees who felt their 
organizations were not fulfilling their commitments to them were less likely to stay 
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long with the organization. Given that underemployed workers are more likely to be 
dissatisfied with their jobs, it is reasonable to expect that they wi l l be more motivated 
to look for better alternatives elsewhere. 
Job performance. The impact of underemployment on productivity has not been 
thoroughly researched. However, the common assumption is that job performance wil l 
be lower among the underemployed because of reduced motivation and job 
involvement. The underlying notion is that workers tend to reduce the inequity of 
underemployment by decreasing contributions to work. Moreover, Feldman (1996) 
suggested that it would be valuable to examine how different types of 
underemployment influence workers' productivity. He proposed that underemployed 
workers who are overqualified for their jobs in terms of education and work 
experience but are well compensated may reduce the quality of work to achieve equity. 
However, for those workers who are underemployed in terms of lower wages, they 
may lower the quantity of output. Further research is needed to test these propositions. 
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